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Abstract 
 
It is well known that the least successful point of Russian learners of English is writing, and many Russian university graduates 
who successfully pass grammar or vocabulary proficiency tests are not so successful when they challenge to perform a 
composition. It should also be noted that the main stumbling block of students’ writing is its rhetorical aspect. Accurate in 
grammar as they might appear, the students’ compositions often display lack of clearness and ease, lack of unity and force, 
flawed cohesion and flawed coherence, as well as all the other rhetorical drawbacks.With the purpose to improve the Russian 
students’ writing I resorted to the analysis of rhetorical errors in students’ papers, grounding the study by A. Hill’s conception of 
good style.  In accordance with A. Hill’s ideas I divided the rhetorical drawbacks into fails of ensuring unity, ease, clearness and 
force.  The obtained data comprised the subject matter for a series of articles. The abstracted article is devoted to the problem of 
unity, which is viewed upon as mutual relations between the idea and the form of its expression.  It highlights violations of unity 
in students’ compositions and other types of written papers.  
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCES 2014. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Writing is a multi-aspect communicative skill, and teaching writing can be ideally thought of as a certain 
dynamic process, developing students’ skills of spelling, grammar, punctuation, vocabulary use, composition and 
style. However, due to many reasons language pedagogy cannot equally focus on all the possible aspects of writing. 
As a result EFL students’ compositions display various deficiencies which provide material for criticism and give 
rise to many researches. Some of the researches focus on cultural conventions that influence the EFL students’  
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writing (Henry, 1993; Dudley-Evans, 1997). Others advocate the idea of language-based approach seeking for the 
reason and the nature of language errors(Tan, Ch. 2005; Lekova, 2010; Shan-ling, 2012). But no matter what the 
focus of the researches may be, all of them call for improving L2 teaching in the sphere of writing.    The present 
article reflects the outcome of the research, which also has the aim of improving students’ writing and in particular 
its rhetorical aspect. 
 
2. Methods 
 
    The detailed description of methods is given in my previous article where I featured other aspects of the research 
(Terenin, 2013). Therefore here I will single out only the main points of the study. I conducted this research at 
Kazan Federal University with the undergraduate students as the participants of the study. On the whole it 
comprised three years of observation and experiments. Each year made a separate round of the research, and every 
round comprised four stages. The first stage involved classifying samples of flawed rhetoric in students’ 
compositions in compliance with the type of the rhetorical error. At the second stage I gave students special 
assignments in order to confirm or to reject some of my assumptions in regard to the roots of flawed rhetoric. 
During the third stage I instructed students on the properties of written language within the framework of the 
elective course “Elementary rhetoric of English writing”. This stage overlapped with the stage of feedback which 
showed how the students were developing their skills of rhetoric. The research was grounded by A. Hill’s theory of 
good style. According to his viewpoint, teaching good style should begin with the idea of a good sentence and 
proceed to connecting sentences in a paragraph and longer pieces of writing. A good sentence in its turn is the one 
that meets the criteria of correctness, unity, ease, clearness and force (Hill, 1895). When carrying out the research I 
tried to take notice of all these qualities, though in the present article I am going to dwell on the problem of sentence 
unity.   
 
3. Results and discussion 
 
According to the data obtained in each year of the research, unity of writing presents a serious problem for the 
Russian students. Lack of unity in their compositions bears a sustainable nature and has various manifestations.  
The sustainability of this problem is proved by comparative study. Thus, the students who were out of the 
experiment did not improve their writing. The number of incoherent sentences at the beginning and at the end of 
each year remains practically the same. However, the students who took the elective course displayed a much better 
performance having reduced the number of their errors nearly twice as much. 
The typical violations of unity in the students’ works may be listed as follows:  
 
x Clash between the meanings of sentence components;  
x Clash between the sentence meaning and its structure;  
x The redundancy of form in regard to the contents;  
x Clash of styles.  
 
3.1. Clash between the meanings of sentence components 
 
A sentence does not constitute a unity unless it expresses but one thought and presents it as a single whole. At 
first glance this statement may appear as a disputable one, and its alternative may be reasoned by the notion of a 
compound sentence. And indeed, a compound sentence is made of at least two simple clauses, and each of them is a 
thought in itself. Therefore, the result of compounding should produce an utterance conveying more than one 
thought. A closer examination, however, controverts this idea.  On the one hand, two sentences may be turned into 
one only if they convey related ideas. Otherwise the act of compounding will produce an artificial manifestation 
deprived of communicative value. On the other hand the aim of joining sentences is the connection of two contents 
into a single idea.  But in practice the students often ignore these aspects of sentence semantics and resort to 
undesirable compounding.  
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Example 1: From a student’s composition 
 
All of us are very fond of our little dog, and recently we have decided to build a new house. 
Incoherence of this example is obvious enough. The two clauses do not support each other. Due to the clash between 
their contents the utterance tends to convey absurd meaning: the family decided to build a house for their little pet.  
 
Example 2: From a student’s composition 
 
My most favourite flowers are the rose, the tulip, the carnation and others.   
The disunity of this utterance reveals itself in the clash between the superlative most favourite and the phrase and 
others. The communicative function of the superlative restricts the boundaries of enumeration, while the second 
phrase expands them in an undetermined measure.   
 
Example 3: From a student’s reproduction 
 
Frankly speaking I liked this story very much. 
The contradictory character of this example is displayed in improper use of the phrase frankly speaking. Most 
frequently this phrase introduces an idea, contrary to the generally accepted one. In fact this idiom is a formula of 
politeness. By its use the speaker makes a kind of apology for having an opinion, different from the one of the 
interlocutor. The phrase will be appropriate in the sentence: Frankly speaking I did not like this story. But the 
example refers to the story by Mark Twain, and it is assumed that the story appeals to most of the readers. Thus, the 
communicative essence of the phrase frankly speaking comes into conflict with the meaning of the utterance.  
 
Example 4: From a student’s composition 
 
A huge cloud was rapidly floating across the sky.  
This example presents another type of clash between sentence components. The conflicting parties are the words 
rapidly and floating.  Writers often involve the verb to float for describing clouds. But the image created by this verb 
is a balanced and slow movement, which cannot be supported by the adverb rapidly.  
 
3.2. Clash between the sentence meaning and its structure 
 
A typical inaccuracy of students’ writing is disagreement of the sentence structure and its content. This type of 
incoherence may be illustrated by the following example.  
 
Example 5: From a student’s composition 
 
He didn’t miss the lesson, and he had a terrible toothache. 
Grammatically this utterance is built on the principle of coordination though the contents of the clauses display the 
relations of subordination. It will be only natural to transform the second clause into the subordinate of concession: 
He didn’t miss the lesson though he had a terrible toothache. 
 
3.3. Redundancy of form 
 
One of the typical flaws of Russian students’ writing is wordiness. Very often students resort to excessive details 
in order to exhibit their knowledge of English idiom. And even a simple idea may acquire a rather complicated 
expression.  
 
Example 6: From a student’s composition 
 
The university café can offer different tasty things that can be eaten as dinner and breakfast dishes.  
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One should note that language is a flexible thing, which can offer a vast variety of forms to convey one and the same 
idea. Therefore the need for complexity or simplicity within an utterance cannot be measured by prescribed criteria. 
Still an inexperienced writer may produce sentences which display the redundancy of form clearly enough. And this 
is the case with the example above. First of all, the idea is so simple that it does not require a composite structure. 
Secondly, the modal can does not seem to have here any communicative value. Taking all this into account and 
removing these drawbacks one could come to a simpler form of expression, for instance: The university café offers 
different dishes for breakfast and dinner. 
 
Example 7: From a student’s composition 
 
The last book I read belongs to the famous American writer whose name is J. Salinger. 
The redundancy of form in this sentence becomes evident due to the comparison of the example with a simpler 
sentence: The last book I read belongs to the famous American writer J. Salinger. The item whose name is of the 
student’s utterance does not bring any additional meaning to the whole idea. The most vivid manifestations of form 
redundancy are represented by cases of tautology.  
 
Example 8: From a student’s composition 
 
Every year the citizens of Rochester take part in the annual festival dedicated to Dickens. 
 
Example 9: From a student’s composition 
 
At 7 a.m. in the morning he was on the platform waiting for the train. 
Each of the above examples is an offence against unity. Example 8 demonstrates repetition of the same content by 
the use of every year and annual; example 9 displays the redundant use of either in the morning or a.m.    
 
3.4. Clash of styles 
 
The varieties of English such as written and spoken, formal and informal often appear as a treacherous problem 
for students. Lack of knowledge in this sphere may result in a clash between the stylistic values of sentence 
components or in a clash between the style and the object of description. 
 
Example 10: From a student’s reproduction  
 
No sooner had the princess bitten into the apple when she kicked the bucket.  
The student who writes a reproduction of brothers Grimms’ Snow White makes two errors at a time. Firstly, the 
slangy idiom to kick the bucket is inappropriate to the written discourse. Secondly, it is also dissociable with the 
object of description (princess). To use this idiom when speaking of a princess is a challenge to social ethics.   
 
Example 11: From a student’s reproduction  
 
He (Tom Sawyer) began to discourse on how great it is to be a pirate.      
The above set example illustrates improper use of the verb to discourse. The formal status of this verb comes into 
conflict with the situation described. This verb will be appropriate for description of a long formal speech belonging 
to a politician, a scientists or a businessman. But here the student describes a situation of children’s game and the 
mixture of formal and informal language units creates an unwanted comic effect.      
 
4. Conclusion  
 
Unity is a very important quality of a written text. It maintains the balance between what is said and how it is 
said. In many cases it guards the written text from misunderstanding; it also ensures its ease and coherence.  
Students’ failures to ensure this quality, as well as all the other rhetorical errors of writing have deep roots in the 
system of Russian higher education. Budgeted from the federal funds this system minimizes the autonomy of 
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Russian Universities which cannot develop the strategy of teaching independently. As for the problem of teaching 
English writing, it remains beyond the concern of Russian educational authorities as something insignificant. Yet, 
the partial solution of the problem may be found within the existing system. This solution may be ensured by 
elective courses which are included in the Universities’ curricula by the resolution of a university Council, and 
which embrace at least part of the students. As proved by the present study the elective course “Elementary rhetoric 
of English writing” contributed to developing the students’ skills of writing.   
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